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I, From Slavery to Officer and Gentleman 
Henry Ossian Flipper was born March 21, 1856, to 
Isabella Buckhalter in the slave quarters of the Methodist 
parsonage in Thomasville, Georgia, Due to the peculiar-
ities of chattel slavery, Henry's mother was owned by the 
Reverend Reuben H, Luckey, and his father, Festus Flipper, 
was the property of Ephraim G, Ponder, slave trader, 1 
Ponder had his siaves trained in the various trades 
and crafts of the day, and allowed them to hire out their 
time in return for a portion of their wages. Festus was 
skilled in the arts of shoemaking and carriage trimming. 
Consequently, he was a valuable slave, and had managed to 
accumulate a measure of personal wealth. This fact produced 
an unusual turn of events. When Ponder decided to move to 
Atlanta and take his slaves along, the Flippers were hope-
ful that Reverend Luckey could purchase Festus in order to 
keep the family from being separated, The minister could 
not afford such a valuable chattel, so Festus approached 
Ponder about buying Isabella and their sons, Henry and 
1Henry Ossian Flipper, The' Gol'or·ed ·cadet ·at West 
Point (New York, 1968), 7. (Reprinted from the original, 
New York: Homer Lee & Co., 1878). 
1 
2 
Joseph. Ponder had strained his finances in building and 
furnishing a large residence in Atlanta, and was unable to 
comply with this request. However, he borrowed the 
necessary amount from Flipper and purchased Isabella and 
the children. 2 
The unusual transaction was executed, and the 
whole family moved to Atlanta. They lived there until 
Mrs. Ponder and the slaves escaped to Macon just prior 
to General Sherman's advance on Atlanta in 1864. 3 After 
the war, Festus and his family returned as free persons 
to Atlanta. The elder Flipper developed a prosperous 
shoemaking business in the midst of the city. Three 
more sons were born into the family in the_years that 
followed. All the·,sons were successful ·in some occu-
,· 
' pational purs.uit:. Joseph w:as·' even_tually appointed a 
" ' bishop in 
1
the African Methodist_ .·Episcopal Church. 
Carl became a college professor in Savannah. E. H. 
, . ' 
served as a physician·in Jacksonville, Florida, and 
Festus, Jr., was a prosperous farmer near Thomasville. 
Henry, eldest of the five brothers, was destined to fill 
Line" 
' 1970), 
2Ezra J. Warner, "A Black Man in the Long Gray 
American History Illustrated, Vol. IV (January, 
30. 
3Ezra J. Warner, 32. 
a unique place in the annals of b l ack American History . 4 
Henry learned to read at the age of eight . His 
first teacher was a s l ave , who worked as a carpenter 
during the day , and taught in his workshop at night . 
Henry ' s forma l education began in earnest after the war 
years . The American Missionary Association opened many 
schools for the freedmen during the years following the 
Civil War and most of the teachers were missionaries 
who came down from the North. From them Henry acquired 
a basic knowledge that eventually enabled him t o pass 
the entrance examinations in West Point , New York . 5 
The specific qualifications for candidates 
appointed to West Point were stringent in regard to 
mental and physical competence, Henry wrote to United 
States Representative James Crawford Freeman concerning 
4Although little is known of the background of 
Henry Flipper , or of his parents , it can be safely as -
sumed that they were unusual persons . There were few 
white families who could boast of such a degree of suc-
cess among their children, in the various professions . 
The Flipper family was black , and not many years removed 
from slavery . Festus and Isabella Flipper were obvi-
ously people with exceptional traits of character , and 
these traits were later manifested in the lives of their 
children. Ezra J . Warner , 30 . 
3 
5Atlanta University , which was established by the 
Missionary groups from the North in 1869 , became an out-
standing post-war freedmen's school . Henry was a student 
in the un iversity at the time of his appointment to the 
United States Military Academy in April , 1873 . 
the possibility of an' appointment, The Georgia Con-
gressman concluded his reply, dated January 23, 1873, 
with the following words: "Give me assurance you are 
6 
worthy and well qualified and I will recommend you." 
4 
The Congressman authorized a series of tests, which 
were administered by a prominent board of examiners in 
Atlanta, The results were satisfactory, Therefore, 
Freeman addressed a letter to the Secretary of War, 
April 8, 1873, nominating Henry 0, Flipper for appoint-
7 
ment to the United States Military Academy, Henry had 
turned seventeen years old less than three weeks earlier, 
the minimum age for any candidate at the time of admit-
s tance to the Academy, 
The fact of Flipper's appointment became a matter 
of public knowledge, and several persons in the community, 
mostly white individuals, advised him to abandon the idea 
of going to West Point, because of the "unfriendly treat-
6Representative Freeman was a native-born white plant-
er from Griffin, Georgia, Flipper, The Go"lored Cadet, 18, 
7 
Appointment, Commission and Personal Branch File, 
Lieutenant Henry O. Flipper, Tenth Cavalry, Record Group 
94, File-2952 ACP 80, National Archives, (The Appointment, 
Commission and Personal Branch File contains all pertinent 
records and information relating to the military career of 
the person in question, Hereafter cited as ACP File. Record 
Group hereafter cited as RG, National Archives hereafter 
cited as NA,) 
8 
, d •• · N W p· Freeman s ecision to appoint a egro to est oint 
was a bold one, but it was not an action without precedent, 
as will be mentioned later. 
9 
ment a Negro was sure to receive." Flipper also 
related that he was approached some days following 
his appointment, by a gentleman who offered to "buy 
off" Henry's appointment for the sum of five thousand 
dollars. Flipper intimated the man had a "very prom-
ising son •.•• whom he desired to have educated in West 
P . t 1110 01.n • Henry was not dissuaded by the advice, nor 
tempted by the bribery offer, and within a few weeks 
boarded a train for West Point. 
5 
On May 20, 1873, Henry Flipper looked up at the 
bluffs overhanging the Hudson river for his first view 
of the impressive stone structures that would be home 
for the next four years. One could only conjecture on 
his thoughts at such a time. There was probably a sense 
of uncertainty concerning his acceptance as a cadet, for 
appointment did not guarantee bona fide cadet status. 
There was actually a two-stage process involved. The 
appointees arrived at the Academy in late May as can-
didates, at which time they were tested in basic subject 
9Friends who advised him issued warnings because 
they feared for Flipper's safety. Others who cautioned 
him against going to West Point simply tried to scare 
Henry. They were opposed to Negroes attending West 
Point. There were also propaganda reports that had 
filtered into the South concerning racial discrimination 
against Negro cadets. Flipper, The Colored Cadet, 28. 
lOibid. 
6 
areas such as mathematics, English, geography, and his-
tory by the Academic Board. If they scored satisfactor-
ily, they were admitted as "conditional cadets" until 
the following January, when another round of examinations 
was given. Successful completion of those warranted true 
d d . 11 ca et stan 1.ng. 
Flipper was not the first known Afro-American to 
enroll on the West Point campus. He was the fifth. 
Three of the other Negro candidates, Michael Howard of 
Mississippi, Henry A. Napier of Tennessee, and Thomas 
Van R. Gibbs of Florida, were found academically defi-
cient. Howard did not pass the entrance examinations 
and returned home. Napier and Gibbs successfully com-
pleted the preliminary tests, and were accepted as 
conditional cadets. They failed to pass a later round 
of examinations and were subsequently discharged. James 
Webster Smith, an octoroon from Columbia, South Carolina, 
arrived in West Point, May 30, 1870, three years prior 
to Flipper. Flipper was assigned to room with Smith, 
12 
although they were not in the same class. 
Flipper had heard and read accounts of the unfair 
treatment cadet Smith was purported to have received. 
The reports caused Flipper to anticipate a similar fate. 
11Ezra J. Warner, 32. 
12 
.. Flipper, The Colot·ed Cadet, 164. 
. --
He stated, "I expected to be ill-treated, I went to 
West Point fully convinced that I'd have a rough time 
7 
f 't ,.13 0 l. • However, Henry fared better than Smith and the 
other Negro cadets. He reported few instances of unfair 
treatment, and viewed them as matters of minor conse~ 
quence. On a few occasions, in the mess hall, or on the 
parade grounds, he was placed among cadets of lesser 
rank. The motive was to embarrass or humiliate him, 
and he promptly responded by lodging a formal complaint, 
according to regulations, Consequently, the problems 
were quickly resolved, 
Flipper was reluctant to elaborate on the problems 
and complaints of the other Negro cadets, He suggested 
that, had he done so, it would have "involved differences 
of opinions, hard feelings, and probably a lot of painful 
and needless controversy. 1114 The inference was that Henry 
did not altogether agree with the criticisms registered 
by other black cadets, 
There was a distinct contrast between Flipper, 
first Negro graduate of West Point, and James Smith, who 
was the first Negro cadet in the Academy. Cadet Smith 
spent four difficult years in the military school, He 
was court-martialed twice, and set back a year. Smith 
13Flipper, The GoLored Cadet, 134. 
14Ihid,, 165, 
8 
bitterly resented the social ostracism to which he had 
been subjected, and his violent reaction to the pressure 
contributed much to his troubles, Finally, he was dis-
missed for failing to pass the examination in Natural 
and Experimental Philosophy at the end of the third 
academic year, James Smith returned to South Carolina 
and became commandant of cadets in South Carolina 
Agricultural Institute in Orangeburg, and died there in 
November, 1876, 15 Henry Flipper responded to the social 
alienation in West Point quite differently. He did not 
tend to be defensive or vindictive in his attitudes. 
Flipper stated that the treatment he received in West 
Point had been determined primarily by his own attitudes 
and conduct. He cautioned, "I would suggest to all 
future colored cadets to base their conduct on the gold-
en mean, 1116 This was his standard of personal behavior. 
Flipper indicated that whenever he had been mistreated 
or offended by others, he looked for some motive other 
than racial prejudice, Though he never complained of 
unfair punishment or persecution, Henry confessed to the 
15Ezra J, Warner, 33. 
16Many persons would have been tempted to believe 
that Flipper was very naive, concerning his treatment in 
West Point, or a liar, His disposition was clearly non-
reactionary. His reference was to the golden rule in the 
Bible, "Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you", 
Luke VI, 31; Flipper, The Colored Cadet, 161. 
agonies of isolation: 
In the crowd 
They would not deem me one 
of such; I stood 
Among them, but not of them; 
in a shroud 
Of thoughts which were not their 
thoughts,17 
9 
There were not many social occasions during the 
year for the cadets, The busy schedule denied most 
extra-curricular involvements, Therefore, the few 
social events were highly cherished, Cadet Flipper was 
usually "conveniently ignored." He stated, "One would 
be unwilling to believe I had not, from October, 1875, 
till May, 1876, spoken to a female of any age, and yet 
.,18 it was so, 
Flipper acknowledged that the real strength of 
character, which enabled him to keep from becoming 
another casualty among the ranks of discharged Negro 
cadets, was derived from his early moral and mental 
trainirrg, 19 In the final analysis, where others of 
his race had faltered, either under the burden of 
academic requirements, or the pressures of social 
ostracism, cadet Henry Flipper weathered the storms of 
each with resolute determination and unusual patience. 
17Flipper, The Colored Cadet, 252. 
18Ibid., 106, 
19Ibid., 286. 
10 
As a result, potential stumbling blocks became stepping 
stones, and Flipper attained his goal, On a summer day 
in June, 1877, Henry Ossian Flipper stepped forward, 
fiftieth in a class of seventy-six, to receive his di-
ploma and commission, Persons present for the occasion 
broke into spontaneous applause for only one graduating 
member of the West Point class of '77, Second Lieutenant 
Henry 0, Flipper, first known black commissioned officer 
in the United States Army, Perhaps it was fitting for 
him to be singled out on that day of achievement, as an 
irony of fate, for he had been distinctly set apart from 
the spirit of camaraderie in West Point, 
The graduation of Flipper was heralded in many 
quarters as a milestone in race relations, Persons, sym-
pathetic to the Afro-American cause for equal opportuni-
ties, hoped Flipper's success had illustrated the basic 
equality of the races. Critics, who had expounded the-
ories of biological Negro inferiority, were silenced, 
There were many well-wishers, black and white, and famous 
persons among them, Newspapers in major cities in the 
North~and South recorded the event. As was expected, 
1 . d h d" · 1 20 some were comp imentary, an ot ers wrote isparaging y, 
Some persons felt that Flipper, following gradua-
tion, and with the fear of possible repercussions relieved, 
20 John M, Carroll, ed., The Black Experien:ce in 
the Anieric·an we·st, (New York, 1'9'7I), 349. 
11 
would speak out concerning purported injustices to Negro 
cadets in West Point. But Flipper's attitude was con-
sistently praiseworthy, as it had always been. The con-
cluding statement in his autobiography published the 
following year was: "All I could say of the professors 
and officers at the Academy would be nnqualifiedly in 
21 
their favor." 
Congress had passed an act in 1866, whereby pro-
vision was made for blacks to serve in the regular peace-
time army. This act authorized the organization of six 
regiments of Negro troops, two of cavalry, and four of 
infantry. The legislation "opened a new chaper in 
American military history and afforded the erstwhile 
slave an opportunity to play a major role in the settle-
22 
ment of the Wes·t." 
The Ninth and Tenth Cavalry nnits were the two 
mounted Negro regiments. All the enlisted men were Negroes, 
and the officers were white. Lieutenant Flipper was as-
signed to Company A, Tenth United States Cavalry Regiment, 
Fort Concho, in St. Angelo, Texas. Following a graduation 
furlough, he was to report there for active duty as Second 
21
Flipper was probably expressing the way he really 
felt about the faculty and officers. It was his character 
to judiciously aspire to honesty. Flipper; The Color.ed 
Cadet, 322. -
22Major John Bigelow, Jr., "Historical Sketch, Tenth 
United States Cavalry, 1866-1892", United States Army Com-
mand, RGr:98. NA. 
12 
Lieutenant. Flipper was not surprised by his assignment 
to one of the black regiments. 
Other agencies were interested in the leadership 
qualities of Flipper, in addition to the United States 
Army. He received a letter dated June 22, 1877, from the 
Liberian African Association, with headquarters in Charles-
ton, South Carolina. It contained an invitation to resign 
from the army after two years service, and become the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Liberian Army. 23 Flipper declined 
the offer. He was not interested in leaving the army, nor 
was he favorable to the purposes of the Liberian Association. 
He believed that there was a place in America for blacks. 
Following the furlough, Lieutenant Flipper proceeded 
west in the fall of 1877 to join his regiment in Fort Concho. 
While en route, he accidentally met Lieutenant Colonel 
Benjamin H._Grierson, commanding officer of the Tenth Cav-
alry, in Houston. The Colonel informed Flipper that his 
company was in the field, and that it would be dispatched 
at a later date to Fort Sill, Indian Territory. Grierson 
changed Flipper's _original orders, and sent him to Fort Sill. 
23The Liberian African Association wanted to trans-
port the black people back to Africa, and set up a separate 
nation. The plan was to develop a government, and an army 
to provide for its security. They wanted to employ Flipper 
because he was a Negro, and had formal training in military 
matters. The Association was under the impression that 
Flipper was obligated to serve two years before he could 
resign from the army. However, that was not the case. 
Flipper, The Colored Cadet, 272. 
13 
Henry arrived several weeks ahead of his unit, but event-
ually joined Captain Nicholas Nolan, his immediate supe-
24 
rior, and Company A on January 22, 1878, 
Negro troops, though scarcely mentioned in most 
historical accounts of the West, rendered meritorious 
service for more than two decades following the Civil War, 
Those were critical years in the settlement and develop-
ment of the vast area, The major obstacles were hostile 
Indians, diseases, little rainfall, inadequate transpor-
tation, and poor communications, The primary function of 
the Ninth and Tenth Cavalry was to help alleviate the 
problems, and the task was monumental. The troops were 
engaged in surveying and roadbuilding projects, in string-
ing telegraph lines, and in protecting railroad construc-
tion crews from marauding Indians, In addition, they 
continuously patrolled thousands of square miles, defend-
ing isolated settlements and ranches from various lawless 
elements. 
The Indians in the west called members of the 
United States Cavalry by several names. One was "yellow 
legs", because of the yellow stripe down the pantsleg of 
the uniform trousers. Another descriptive name used was 
"long knives", because of the long-bladed saber each 
24 Fort 
of Oklahoma. 
1878. 
Sill was located in what is now the state 
Regimental Returns, Tenth Cavalry, January, 
14 
trooper wore buckled to his waist, But only the Negro 
regiments were referred to by the name "buffalo soldiers." 
The origin of the term was disputed, but apparently the 
Indians saw a similarity between the hair of the black 
soldier, and the fur of the buffalo, The buffalo was an 
animal held in sacred esteem by the Indians. Therefore, 
it was unlikely any disrespect was intended, and the black 
trooper accepted the title with a degree of pride. 25 
From 1540 to 1886, the Apaches were the most im-
portant human element in retarding the occupation and 
development of the Southwest. 26 In an analysis of the 
important role the Negro cavalry played in the pacifica-
tion of the Southwest, attention must be given to two 
significant factors: (1) The black cavalry exhibited 
certain characteristics which were needful in achieving 
that end, Major John Morrow, an officer in the Tenth 
Cavalry, and renowned Indian fighter, stated, "The Negro 
troops are peculiarly adapted to hunting Indians, knowing 
no fear and capable of great endurance. 27 (2) Desertions, 
the plague of United States military units stationed on 
25william H. Leckie,· The Buffalo Soldiers:· A Narra-
tive of the Negro Gava:lry ·in7:ne we·st (Norman, Oklahoma, 
I'9o7)-, 2o."""" - - - -- --
26 Ralph Ogle, "Federal Control of the Western 
Apaches", New Mexico Historical Review, Vol. XIV, 4, (Octo-
ber, 1939), 309. 
27Leckie, Buffalo Soldiers, 93. 
15 
the western frontier, occurred at a much lower rate in the 
28 
Ninth and Tenth Cavalry regiments than in any other units, 
The most significant involvement of Lieutenant Flip-
per's regiment in the Indian Wars of the Southwest occur-
red during the Victorio campaign in 1880. The cavalry 
chased the infamous Apache chieftain, Victorio, and his 
elusive band of Mescalero Apaches all over the Southwest. 
The Tenth was dispatched from Fort Sill to Fort Davis, 
Texas, in the spring of 1880, to intercept Victorio and 
his warriors. The Indians had been raiding and looting 
throughout the territory north of the Rio Grande. When 
the army got too close, they fled across the border to a 
mountain sanctuary in Mexico. Flipper reported the move 
of his unit, to engage the enemy in battle, required a 
2811 
••• the buffalo soldiers of both the Ninth and 
the Tenth had an outstanding record for faithful service 
with a desertion rate well below any other units in the 
army. For the year 1877, despite the most arduous service 
in one of the most demanding regions of the country, 
Grierson's Tenth had a total of 18 desertions as compared 
with 184 for MacKenzie's famous Fourth." House of Repre-
sentatives Executive Document 1, Part 2, 45th Congress, 2nd 
session, 49; Tenth Cavalry under Grierson, "Desertions in 
1880, despite the most rigourous campaign in the regiment's 
history, reached an all-time low of five,.: •• the best record 
by far of any regiment in the country." Organizational 
Returns, Tenth Cavalry, November, 1880, Annual Re-~6rt of 
Secretar¥ of War ·for the Year 1880, 1, Part 2, 15 ; "For 
twenty-fiveyearsiirter tliecivrr-War, a third of all men 
recruited became deserters, and in 1873 the army made an 
effort to curb the practice by adopting a policy of Amnesty 
for those who surrendered voluntarily." Leckie,· Buffalo 
Soldiers, 163. 
16 
march of twelve hundred miles. Also, an engineering feat 
was necessary to cross a flooded creek on the way. Flipper 
secured permission to carry out a plan which he devised to 
get the people and wagons safely across, and to avoid a 
lengthy delay. The wagons were unloaded, and the chassis 
of one was rigged to serve as a raft. The rig was floated 
back and forth, by means of a rope pulley attached to a 
tree on either side of the flood swollen stream. In this 
manner, the people and all their effects were ferried 
safely across. Then the wagons were reassembled, and the 
1 . d . 29 co UIIlil continue on its way. 
The various companies of the Tenth Cavalry were 
scattered along the trails that crossed the Rio Grande 
River into Mexico. Flipper's company set up temporary head-
quarters in Fort Quitman, an abandoned fort on the north 
bank of the Rio Grande in west Texas. 30 The Tenth Cavalry 
was involved in several skirmishes with Victoria in the 
general area, and Flipper noted that the only time he came 
under fire was during the battle in Eagle Springs. Several 
of the officers and men were killed or wounded, but he 
31 
"escaped without a scratch." 
Colonel Grierson employed the tactical strategy of 
29Flipper, Ne'gro Frontiersman, 15. 
30 Ibid., 16. It was there the young lieutenant 
gained hisrTrst experience as Camp Quartermaster and 
Commissary. 
31 
Ibid., 17. 
17 
placing companies of cavalry near strategic waterholes and 
mountain passes. The plan was to intercept the marauding 
bands of Indians as they traveled through those areas, 
Due to the pressure applied by the cavalry, Victorio was 
finally forced to retreat into Mexico, The important Indian 
campaign came to a close, October 14, 1880, when Victorio 
was killed in Tres Castillos, in the mountains of the Mexi-
can state of Chihuahua, about sixty miles south of Fort 
Quitman. He and his warriors were virtually annihilated by 
a force of Mexican soldiers under the command of Colonel 
Joaquin Terrasas. This was the result of a joint effort 
between the Mexican forces and the Tenth Cavalry. 32 
With the campaign against Victorio successfully con-
cluded, Lieutenant Flipper's unit was ordered back to Fort 
Davis, where he was appointed Acting Assistant Quartermaster 
and Post 
and Post 
Quartermaster, 
33 Commissary. 
and Acting Commissary of Subsistence 
He served in that capacity from 
November, 1880, until relieved of duty by Colonel William R. 
Shafter, commanding officer in Fort Davis, Subsequently, 
Flipper was accused by Colonel Shafter 
ment funds, and placed under arrest in 
of embezzling govern-
34 August, 1881, 
321eckie, Buffalo Soldiers, 230, 
33 Flipper, Negro Frontiersman, 18. 
34Regimental Returns, Tenth Cavalry, August, 1881. 
II, The Accuser, Colonel William Rufus Shafter 
The purpose of this chapter was two fold. First, it 
reflected something of the personal character and military 
career of Colonel Shafter, the accuser. Secondly, it illus-
trated the contrast of treatment received by two officers 
of the United States Army. 1 
Lieutenant Flipper had served in a temporary capacity 
as Quartermaster and Commissary while his company was sta-
tioned in Fort Quitman during the Indian Campaign in 1880. 
This represented the only experience he had in handling the 
supplies and finances on an army post. But that experience 
coupled with overall reliability as an officer, led to his 
assignment in Fort Davis as Assistant Quartermaster and 
Acting Commissary of Supply in November, 1880. Major N. B. 
McLaughlin of the Tenth Cavalry was the commanding officer 
in Fort Davis during this period. 2 
William Rufus Shafter, Colonel of the First Infantry 
regiment, became the commanding officer of Fort Davis in 
1one can never justify one man's guilt by another man's 
guilt, but this method was used to illustrate the possibility 
of prejudicial consideration. 
2N · F ' 20 egro ront1.ersman, · • 
18 
19 
in March, 1881. Colonel Shafter became a career officer, after 
entering the Union army at the outset of the Civil War. He 
enlisted in his home state of Michigan and gained a reputation 
as the commander of the Seventeenth United States Colored In-
fantry, from its enlistment in 1863, until the unit was phased 
out at the end of the war. Although some officers were reluc-
tant to command Negro troops, that had not appeared to disturb 
Shafter. He went on to command the Forty-first and the Twenty-
fourth Infantry regiments, both Negro units, until 1879, when 
he transferred to command of the First Infantry. 3 
The records revealed that Colonel Shafter was an ambi-
tious man and had persistently soughtthe rank of general for 
a period of twenty years. Ultimately, his efforts and those 
of his friends to secure promotion were successful. He took 
4 the oath of office as Brigadier General on May 4, 1897. 
It is important to look closely at the background of 
Colonel Shafter's military career in order to better under-
stand his relationship with subordinate officers, and his 
· personal conduct in the service. Also, valuable insights may 
be gained in consideration of Shafter's accusations against 
Lieutenant Flipper. 
Colonel Shafter's career was not without spot or blem-
ish. Whether it was more difficult to bring a ranking officer 
311Black Man in Long Gray Line", Ezra Warner, 34. 
4AcP Fi"le 2220, ACP 79 w·11· R Sh ft R G 94 , i iam • a er, . • • . 
NA. 
20 
before a court-martial than one of lesser rank was a matter 
of conjecture, but Shafter was the principal subject of a 
Court of Inquiry on more than one occasion. The earliest 
violations allegedly committed by Colonel Shafter stemmed 
from charges preferred against him by Captain Orville Burke, 
Forty-first Infantry, and others. Burke was a subordinate 
officer in Shafter's regiment. A Court of Inquiry convened 
at San Antonio, Texas in January, 1869, to consider the 
following charges and their detailed specifications: Charge 
·!.-Conduct to the prejudice of good order and military dis-
cipline." Charge TI.-"Conduct unbecoming an officer and a 
gentleman." Charge III.-"Disobedience of orders." Charge 
IV.-"Violation of Act of Congress of the United States, 
passed and approved March 2, 1863. 115 
The record showed that Shafter was found guilty under 
the first charge of using unwarrantable language toward a 
subordinate officer in the presence of enlisted men. Also he 
confessed to five of the seven specifications under the third 
charge of disobedience of orders, in that he used military 
equipment for civilian purposes. Because the cir.cumstances 
showed no criminal intent, the Court was of the opinion that 
no further action should be taken. 6 
Charges of a more serious nature were filed against 
Lieutenant Colonel William Shafter while he was commanding the 
5special Orders No. 13, Headquarters. 
District, Austin, Texas, January 16, 1869. RG 
6Ibid. 
Fifth Military 
94. NA. 
21 
Twenty-fourth Infantry in 1876-77, insomuch that they finally 
resulted in a Congressional investigation. Lieutenant Edwin 
Turner, Tenth Cavalry, accused Shafter of immoral behavior 
and defrauding the government between May, 1876, and November, 
1877. 7 
The circumstances surrounding those charges by Lieu-
tenant Turner and subsequent counter-charges by Colonel Shaf-
ter, were indeed unusual. The United States House of Repre-
sentatives was concerned that its Committee on Military Af-
fairs was deliberately denied pertinent information that would 
have led to a court-martial of Colonel Shafter. They demanded 
the Secretary of War, in a stringent resolution passed on 
February 5, 1878, to produce a copy of all the charges and 
specifications preferred against Shafter, and all the details 
of any action that had been taken in the case. 
Secondly, the resolution questioned whether charges 
had been preferred against Lieutenant Turner after he had 
filed charges against Colonel Shafter. There had been an 
application pending from the Committee on Military Affairs, 
for Turner to personally testify before them. The implication 
was that Li~utenant Turner had been held under arrest for a 
court-martial trial and, as a result, was prevented from 
going to Washington to testify. 
Thirdly, the suspicions of the House members caused 
7ACP File 5287, ACP 77, Shafter, RG 94. NA. 
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them to further request of the Secretary of War that he fur-
nish copies of all charges and specifications preferred 
against Lieutenant Turner and the name of person or persons 
who preferred the charges, If a court-martial had been held, 
they wanted a copy of the record and the evidence submitted, 
Lastly, the resolution ignited afresh the age-old 
conflict between civil power and military authority. The 
House demanded to know if high ranking War Department offi-
cials, after being apprised of the request by the Military 
Affairs Committee for Lieutenant Turner to appear as a witness 
before them, had not in fact directed charges and specifica-
tions to be preferred against Turner for addressing a written 
communication to the Vice-President of the United States1 Had 
they then ordered a court-martial to try Lieutenant Turner on 
such charges? In addition, they wanted to know if the request 
of the Committee had been deliberately delayed, and if the War 
Department had not expressed its purpose to have the trial of 
Turner completed, and dismiss him from the Army before he 
could be heard as a witness before the Committee in regard to 
8 
the Shafter case? The episode strongly suggested a conspiracy 
8 
"Resolved, That the Secretary of War, be and he is 
hereby requested to furnish this House for its information; 1. 
A copy of any and all charges and specifications, if any, which 
have been preferred against Lt. Col. Shafter, 24th Infantry 
·stationed at Fort Clark Texas-and at what date such charges and 
specifications were preferred-and what action was taken-but if 
no action has been taken the reason therefor: 2. Whether 
charges and specifications were not preferred against Lt. Col. 
Shafter, and while an application from the Committee on Military 
Affairs was pending for the attendance of Lt. Turner before that 
23 
among high ranking military officers, in an attempt to suppress 
evidence which would have likely convicted one of their own, 
There appeared to be a gap in the records following the 
passage of that resolution and it would not be unreasonable to 
assume that there was a suppression of information in regard to 
further investigation, However, a Court of Inquiry was convened 
on March 5, 1878, to investigate certain allegations made by 
Lieutenant Turner against Colonel Shafter. The Court met in 
Fort Clark, Texas and was presided over by Colonel R. S. Mac-
Committee and by reason thereof whether said Turner was not pre-
vented from attending as requested by the Committee on Military 
Affairs, 3, That the Secretary be and he is hereby requested 
to furnish copies of all charges and specifications preferred 
against Liet, Turner 10th Cavalry with the name of person or 
persons preferring the same-and if a Court Martial has been 
had-thereon a copy of the record of the Court, and of the evi-
dence taken therein, 4. That the Secretary be and he is hereby 
requested to furnish all letters and written communications or 
endorsements received by him from the General of the Army touch-
ing the request of the Committee on Military Affairs for the 
attendance of Lieut. Turner 10th Cavalry before that Committee 
and also that he inform this House, whether or not the General 
of the Army since the request made by the Committee on Military 
Affairs for the attendance of Lieut. Turner of 10th Cavalry 
before them as a witness, with knowledge that such request was 
pending, did not direct charges and specifications to be pre-
ferred against said Turner for addressing a written communica-
tion to the Vice-President of the United States-and whether a 
Court Martial has not been ordered to try said Turner on such 
charges and when it was ordered-and whether the request of the 
Military Conunittee has not been complied with to enable said 
Court Martial to meet and try said Turner upon the charges so 
directed to be preferred and whether the General of the Army 
has not expressed his purpose to have said Turner dismissed 
from the Army before he can be heard as a witness before the 
Military Conunittee of this House." U. S. House of Representa'-:·-
tives. Resolution by Representative Bragg, 45th Cong, 2d Sess, 
February 5, 1878, 
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kenzie, Fourth Cavalry, Interestingly enough, Colonel Mac-
kenzie also served as a juror in the court-martial trial of 
Lieutenant Turner, Although there were twenty-three witnesses 
called to support Turner's allegations, including four offi-
cers of the Eighth Cavalry, six officers of the Twenty-fourth 
Infantry, seven officers of the Tenth Cavalry, plus two mili-
tary doctors and four civilians, the Court of Inquiry sustain-
ed only the following specification of the fourteen contained 
in two charges: 
at Fort Clark, Texas, on or about October 10, 1877 in 
that he Lieutenant Colonel W. R. Shafter Twenty-Fourth 
Infantry commanding Military District of the Nueces and 
Post of Fort Clark, Texas did relate to one DR. J. N. T. 
King, Assistant Surgeon U. :S. Army, a most scandalous 
falsehood regarding the sister of one of his officer's 
wives, and an officer of his immediate command, who was 
then awaiting trial, being in close arrest and had no 
means, being in arrest, to defend himself from said 
imputations, which falsehood he Lieutenant Colonel Shafter 
related to the said Dr. King with a view of injuring 
the said officer and the young lady's reputation. 9 
The specification was sustained, but only in such part 
as did not involve offense, and therefore the recommendation 
of the Court of Inquiry was that no further proceedings in the 
case be undertaken. If Colonel Shafter was not guilty, he 
certainly was less than popular. 
The aforementioned investigation was carried out by 
due military process in Fort Clark, Texas, a safe distance from 
the nation's capital. That could be construed to mean it was 
well out of reach of any intervention by the civil branch of 
9ACP File, RG 94, Box 570, NA. 
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national government, The inquiry was legally concluded and 
therefore free from further consideration, The case was 
· 10 
closed. 
Colonel William-Rufus Shafter's military career was 
threatened by several such incidents that could have resulted 
in a court-martial, In addition to those already mentioned, 
Brigadier General n. L. Stanley, commanding officer of the 
Department of Texas, addressed a letter on July 2, 1887, to 
the Adjutant General of the Army recommending the court-
11 
martial of Colonel Shafter. The specific charges were not 
revealed in the available records of the communication but 
were evidently of a rather serious nature. Again though, 
Shafter's military career survived the crisis. He retired 
from military service after serving as the commander of 
United States Army Forces stationed at Havana, Cuba, during 
and following the Spanish-American war. 
lOThe Congressional Committee on Military Affairs 
accepted the conclusions of the Military Court of Inquiry 
and did not press the matter further. 
llACP File, RG 94, Box 570. NA. 
III, The Arrest and Trial 
Lieutenant Henry Flipper served as Acting Assistant 
Quartermaster and Post Quartermaster, and acting Commis~ary 
of Subsistence and Post Collllllissary in Fort Davis from Novem- .. 
ber, 1880, until March 1881. This responsibility involved 
being in charge of the entire military reservation, houses, 
water and fuel supply, transportation, feed, clothing and 
1 
equipment for troops and the food supply. During this per-
iod he served without incident or complaints under the post 
collllllanding officer, Major N, B, McLaughlin, Tenth Cavalry. 
Colonel William R. Shafter, First Infantry, replaced Major 
McLaughlin as collllllanding officer of the fort in March, 1881, 
and immediately relieved Lieutenant Flipper as Quartermaster, 
Flipper was also informed at that time he would be relieved 
as Collllllissary as soon as another officer could be found to 
replace him, 2 Subsequently Flipper was relieved as Acting 
Collllllissary of Subsistence on August 10, 1881 and Colonel 
1Negro Frontiersman, 18. 
2Ibid, 20, No reasons were given but this was not 
an altogether uncollllllon practice when a change of colllllland 
occurred. Also Colonel Shafter testified at the court-
martial that because Flipper was a cavalry officer he should 
be assisting the other cavalry officers in the performance 
of their duties in the field. 
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Shafter ordered his arrest on August 13, charging him with 
. 3 
embezzling funds from the United States Army. 
There was a prejudicial atmosphere surrounding the 
arrest of Lieutenant Flipper from the beginning. Flipper 
stated that some of the civilians warned him that Colonel 
Shafter and his adjutant, Lieutenant Louis Wilhelmi, along 
27 
with Lieutenant 
d h . 4 a~ trap 1.m. 
Charles Nordstrom were out to persecute him 
Those officers were the ones primarily in-
volved in the arrest of Flipper, his solitary confinement 
in the guardhouse, and the searching of Flipper's quarters 
for the alleged embezzled funds. 
There were strong reactions to the unusually harsh 
circumstances of Flipper's confinement. He was placed in a 
six foot-six inch by four foot-six inch cell adjacent to the 
main guardhouse in the fort. Here he was held in solitary 
confinement in the stifling heat from August 13 to August 16. 
He was removed from the cell and barricaded in his own quarters 
under guard, only after a stern order was issued by telegram 
from General C. C. Augur, Commanding General of the Department 
of Texas. 5 General Augur in turn received a telegram on 
3Regimental Returns, Tenth Cavalry, August, 1881. 
4
some civilian friends of Flipper had indicated that 
they detected attitudes of professional jealousy and racial 
bigotry expressed against Flipper around the fort, especially 
by the officers mentioned. Negro Frontiersman, 20. 
5Telegram from General C. C. Augur to Colonel Wm. 
Shafter, August 16, 1881. 
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August 23, 1881, from Adjutant General R, C. Drum in Washing-
ton, sent on behalf of the Secretary of War and the General 
of the Army requiring that "this officer must have the same 
treatment as though he were white, 116 
There were two charges leveled against Lieutenant 
Flipper by Colonel Shafter which precipitated the court-
martial. The first charge was embezzling United States govern-
ment funds in violation of the 60th Article of War, in the 
amount of $3,791.77. The second charge stated: "conduct un-
becoming an officer and a gentleman", and contained five 
specifications: (1) Colonel Shafter, on or around August 10, 
1881, asked Flipper, "Had he transmitted certain funds to the 
Chief Commissary of Subsistance, Department of Texas?" 
Flipper said he had, Shafter said he had not. (2) Flipper 
gave Cplonel Shafter a weekly statement of July 9, 1881, that 
showed $3,791.77 to have been forwarded--which was false at 
that date. (3) That on July 16, 1881, the weekly statement 
again showed that $3,791.77 had been forwarded, that it was 
again false. (4) That on July 23, 1881, the weekly state-
ment again showed $3,791.77 was forwarded--and it was again 
false. (5) Lieutenant Flipper showed Colonel Shafter a 
personal check dated May 20, 1881, in the amount of $1,440.30, 
drawn on the San Antonio National Bank, but the account had 
no funds in it. 
6Telegram from Adjutant General to Connnanding General, 
Department of Texas, AGO 1881 (August 23, 1881), 
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The court-martial was convened September 3, 1881, but 
the trial began September 17. However, on September 19, a 
continuance was requested and granted. The court adjourned 
until November 1, 1881, and reconvened on that date. The 
trial concluded December 7, 1881. Lieutenant Flipper was 
found innocent of the charge of embezzlement. He was judged 
guilty of the charge of "conduct unbecoming an officer and a 
gentleman" and its specifications. The sentence was dismissal 
from the service of the United States Army. 7 
There were several factors in the entire incident that 
questioned the impartiality that a fair trial supposedly guar-
anteed. One of those involved the jury itself. Of the ten 
officers who served in the court-martial, three were officers 
of the First Infantry, the regiment commanded by Colonel 
William Shafter, who preferred the charges against Flipper and 
was the chief witness for the prosecution. 8 
Another obvious but unavoidable fact was that Henry 
Flipper was the only black officer among 2100 of his peers. 
If there was any inequitable consideration given on the basis 
of color, it was undoubtedly one-sided. Also, the sentence 
handed down to Flipper after he was found guilty of the broad-
7Trial Transcript, 605, Records Relatin~ to Army Career 
· of H. Q.. Flipper, 1878-1882, Microcbpy No. T-10 7, NA. 
8special Orders, No. 108, Hdqtrs., Dept. of Texas, 
September 3, 1881. 
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ly defined crime of "conduct unbecoming" was of unusual 
severity when compared with similar cases, 9 
The court-martial trial itself was basically, and 
typically, a co.nflict of testimonies on the part of the 
witnesses for the prosecution on one hand, and witnesses for 
the defense on the other. The principal figures were Colonel 
Shafter and Lieutenant Flipper. It was the word of a white 
colonel against the word of a black lieutenant. With the 
exception of falsified weekly reports that were inspected by 
Colonel Shafter and then relayed to Major M. P, Small, Chief 
Commissary of Subsistence, Department of Texas, most of the 
evidence against Lieutenant Flipper was of a circumstantial 
and speculative nature. 
Colonel Shafter himself labeled Flipper's crime as 
something much less than embezzlement originally. Two days 
before he ordered the arrest of Flipper on the charge of 
embezzling funds from the army, he sent a telegram to Major 
Small in regard to the discrepancy in the financial state-
ments sent in by Flipper. He concluded the telegram with 
the words, "Lieutenant Flipper has been a very good and 
attentive officer but his carelessness in this transaction 
is inexcusable, 1110 His reference was to the fact that Flipper 
9This area of thought will be expanded in the follow-
ing chapter. 
lOTelegram from Commanding Officer, Fort Davis to 
Chief Commissary of Subsistence, Dept, of Texas, August 11, 
1881. 
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had reported to both of the above-mentioned officers that 
accumulated funds in the amount of $3,791.77 had been forward-
ed to Major Small's office in San Antonio when, in fact, they 
had not been sent. 
It was a unique set of circumstances that had caused 
such an accumulation of funds to be in Lieutenant Flipper's 
possession in the first place. Ordinarily the post receipts 
were forwarded to Department Headquarters in San Antonio on a 
weekly or bi-weekly basis. Flipper received orders from the 
Chief Commissary of Subsistence to suspend the remittance of 
funds for about six weeks, until May 28, 1881: Maj or Small 
was on a tour of inspection through some of the other army 
posts in the west. Because of travel delays and alteration of 
schedules, he was actually absent from his office until July 
24. The consequence was that Flipper had forwarded no monies 
or reports during that time. However, he had rendered weekly 
statements during July to Colonel Shafter alleging $3,791.77 
had been forwarded to San Antonio. When Major Small resumed 
work in his office, he found the remittance reports, but no 
money had been received. This prompted him to send a telegram 
11 to Fort Davis inquiring after its whereabouts. This in turn 
caused Colonel Shafter to order a search made of Flipper's 
quarters for the missing funds • 
. 
Flipper claimed that Colonel Shafter had suggested he 
11Telegram from Small to Shafter, August 10, 1881. 
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keep some of the money in his quarters rather than in the 
post safe which was not always locked during the day. The 
safe was also in an office that was accessible to the public. 
Flipper had a large trunk in the bedroom of his personal 
quarters where he kept the money and other valuables, He 
knew that there was a shortage in the funds. Earlier, on 
July 8, Colonel Shafter had ordered a check of the funds that 
Flipper had on hand in the post treasury. Flipper believed 
that he was several hundred dollars short, but had attrib-
uted that shortage to unpaid bills of officers on detached 
service away from the post. It was assumed that when they 
returned, the bills would be paid. The lieutenant was alarm-
ed to find out, though, that the discrepancy was much greater 
than he thought. There was no way he could account for the 
loss. Rather than have Colonel Shafter aware of the substan-
tial shortage, Flipper added his personal check to the treas-
ury balance in the amount of $1,440.30, and dated it May 20, 
1881. Unfortunately, there were no funds in the account in 
the San Antonio bank on which the check was drawn. Flipper 
had been expecting a book publisher in New York to deposit 
approximately $2,500.00 in his name at the San Antonio bank. 
The money was due Flipper for a book manuscript. 
It was possible, although never offered as evidence 
at the trial, that Flipper was holding up forwarding the 
$3,791.77 remittance until he received confirmation of the 
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deposit by the book publisher, At any rate it proved to be a 
12 
serious mistake on Flipper's part, 
There was an attempt on the part of Colonel Shafter 
and Lieutenant Wilhelmi to link Flipper with a female servant 
in an immoral relationship. This cook-laundress, Lucy E, 
Smith, was also accused by Shafter of the theft of United 
States funds, The charge arose from a search 0£ her person 
when Shafter was seeking the missing funds in Flipper's 
quarters. He testified at the trial that she was discovered 
to have some envelopes hidden in her dress which contained 
approximately $2,800.00 in checks, including the controversial 
check which Lieutenant Flipper had written for $1,440.30. 
When questioned by Colonel Shafter in his office, she dis-
claimed any personal knowledge of what was in the envelopes, 
She stated that Flipper had told her to keep them for him, and 
that she was not stealing them, Flipper was apparently fear-
ful that one of the officers whom he did not trust might have 
found the envelopes in his trunk during the initial search, and 
so asked the servant to conceal them. That would have resulted 
in yet a greater shortage of funds for which Flipper was re-
sponsible.13 If Lucy Smith's testimony was truthful, that 
would tend to support Flipper's argument that he was a victim 
125th Specification on charge on Conduct Unbecoming 
an officer. 
13T · 1 T . 445 ria ranscript, , 
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of a conspiracy hatched by Colonel Shafter, Lieutenant Wil-
helmi and Lieutenant Nordstrom. 14 
Captain J. W. Clous, Judge Advocate for the court-
martial trial, whether by accident or design, referred to 
Lucy Smith as Lucy Flipper twice during his questioning. 15 
Colonel Shafter, under cross-examination about finding some 
of the missing funds also said, "Lucy Flipper, or Lucy Smith, 
stated that Lieutenant Flipper had given her those envelopes 
and that she did not know what there was in them and had 
16 told her to take care of them." 
Lieutenant Louis Wilhelmi, under direct examination by 
the Judge Advocate implied that Lucy Smith actually lived in 
17 Flipper's quarters or spent considerable time there. The 
Judge Advocate pursued that line of questioning when Lucy 
Smith was on the witness stand. He asked if she had ever 
roomed in Lieutenant Flipper's house, or had ever spent the 
night with him, to which she had replied negatively. When 
asked about some articles of her clothing that were found in 
Flipper's trunk and on the premises, she explained that she 
had sought his permission to keep her clothes there for safety 
because she had no room or trunks with locks. She further 
14Lieutenant Flipper maintained this belief throughout 
his life. · Neg·ro· Fronti·e·r·sman, 20. 
15r. 1 T . 85 ria ranscript, • 
16 
Ibid, 86. 
17 
Ibid, 104, 
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stated that Flipper gave her permission to do 18 It was 
never established by the court that Lucy Smith had conspired 
with Flipper 
convicted of 
in the theft of the money, nor was she personally 
19 
theft. That was of course, consistent with the 
verdict of not guilty handed down on the charge that Henry 
Flipper had embezzled money from the United States government. 
One of the great mysteries of the trial was the fact 
that the missing money was never located. If Flipper had taken 
it, what had he done with it? The testimony of other witnesses 
revealed that he was not a gambler. He did not drink and was 
not regarded as an extravagant spender. Any of those vices 
would have been common knowledge among the citizenry of a 
relatively small, isolated army post. However, an attempt 
was made by the prosecution to link Flipper with a burro race 
that was staged by some Mexicans on July 4, 1881, near the 
fort. The hope was to provide some motive for the embezzle-
ment allegations. That charge was dismissed by the testimony 
of Captain Kinzie Bates and Captain C. D. Viele, two of the 
other officers in Camp Davis. They testified that they were 
the instigators of the burro race and had asked Lieutenant 
Flipper to print some promotional circulars in Spanish. Flip-
18Ibid, 444-457. 
19 It should be noted here that there was never any 
mention of Lucy Smith or a Lucy Flipper after the trial. The 
records reveal Henry Flipper never married before, during or 
after his military career. 
per, who spoke Spanish 
interpreter on the day 
fluently, was also 
20 of the race. 
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asked to act as an 
It was also the contention of Colonel Shafter that 
Flipper was planning to escape with the embezzled funds in 
his saddlebags. That was the explanation he gave at the trial 
for having Flipper arrested and confined in the guard house. 
The presence of saddlebags on Flipper's horse the day of his 
arrest had prompted Shafter to believe that Flipper was pre-
paring to flee the post and the country. 21 That proved to be 
a false assumption. At least two of the soldiers in the fort 
testified that it was common practice for Flipper to have the 
saddlebags on his horse. One was the soldier who cared for 
Flipper's horse and saddle gear. W. D. Cox told the court 
that he had performed that task since the previous February 
and the saddlebags were always attached to the saddle, and he 
further stated the saddlebags were empty. 22 Captain Viele 
also testified that he had observed the saddlebags on Flip-
per's saddle at a battalion drill a couple of days prior to 
Flipper's arrest. 23 
The fact that the missing money was not traced to 
Flipper's possession considerably weakened the case for em-
20T. 1 ria Transcript, 421. 
21Ibid, 92-93. 
22Ibid, 428. 
23Ibid, 424. 
) 
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bezzlement and was no doubt a factor in Flipper's being 
acquitted of the charge. Even Colonel Shafter admitted, "I 
do not know yet what to think about where that money went 
to."24 
It was not conclusively proved that Lieutenant Henry 
Flipper had actually embezzled funds from the United States 
government. The exhibits presented to the court in regard 
to the financial reports sent in to Major Small, Chief of 
Subsistence, Department of Texas, did reveal that Flipper 
had sent in false information on several of the reports. He 
had also indicated in reports to Colonel Shafter that certain 
funds had been forwarded from the post treasury to Major 
Small in San Antonio. That was not the case. But no one 
seriously intimated that Flipper had deliberately attempted 
to take money illegally. Even Shafter attributed the short-
age to carelessness on Flipper's part. 
The prevailing sentiment around the fort among military 
personnel and civilians alike, was that Flipper was not guilty 
of the charges placed against him. So firm was this conviction 
that within a few days of Flipper's arrest various individuals 
in the connnunity had contributed enough money to completely pay 
off the deficit. J.B. Shields, a merchant, was asked why he 
had contributed on Flipper's behalf. He replied, "I believe 
he was innocent of what he was charged with." Shields further 
24Trial Transcript, 143. 
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stated that it was pretty hard for any man to be l ocked in a 
tiny cell the way Flipper had been and "from his intel ligence 
and good behavior , I liked the man and tried to help him if I 
25 
could . " That was the typical response of many who gave to 
relieve the shortage . They had believed the charges would be 
dropped and Flipper would be restored to duty, with perhaps 
a reprimand or brief suspension . Mr . W. S . Chamberlain, a 
watchmaker who resided in Fort Davis , remarked that not one 
person he asked to contribute refused to do so . He said, 
"Lieutenant Flipper stood high in the community here . Every-
h d f h . "26 one a respect or im. 
John Dean, an attorney, who testified at the trial in 
defense of Flipper, was sµspicious of Shafter's motives . It 
was his observation that Shafter was acting as a friend to 
Flipper but in reality was doublecrossing him. He had heard 
Colonel Shafter say he would "get Flipper" and that he was 
"getting more evidence on him . " The thing that had triggered 
Dean's suspicions was that Shafter made the statements after 
the deficiency had been made up . Dean stated, "I had been led 
to believe that Colonel Shafter was acting as the friend of 
Lieutenant Flipper and was disposed to act square toward him, 
but after I heard him make that remark I came to the conclusion 
25Trial Transcript , 432 . 
26Ibid, 483 . 
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that he was playing him double. 112 7 If Shafter had conspired 
against Flipper, he was probably surprised that the towns-
people rallied to the support of Flipper, especially with 
him being black. 
It was not uncommon in that day for hostility to exist 
between officers who were trained at West Point and those who 
were promoted through field service in the regular army. That 
could have had some bearing on Flipper's case, and especially 
since he was black. The four principal witnesses against him 
were Colonel Shafter, Lieutenant Nordstrom, Lieutenant Wil-
helmi and Lieutenant Cooper. Not one of those men was a grad-
uate of West Point, although Wilhelmi was a cadet during 
Flipper's years in the military academy. However, he testified 
that he had resigned due to ill health after being turned back 
a year. He had returned home to Philadelphia and engaged in 
the insurance business for a year or so and then had received 
d . . h 28 a irect appointment tote army. 
There were several theories proposed that tended to in-
dicate a conspiracy had been hatched against Flipper. If such 
was the case, most observers reasoned it was a question of 
racial prejudice. But attitudes were hard to pin down in a 
courtroom. They were less provable than the fragments of 
circumstantial evidence which the prosecution attempted to 
27Trial Transcript, 486 
28Ibid 390-301 
' 
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substantiate, Captain Merritt Barber, 16th Infantry, defense 
counsel for Lieutenant Flipper, presented a commendable case 
on Flipper's behalf. The fact that the trial was tinged with 
distinct racial overtones was evidenced by Barber's concluding 
arguments, At one point he asked, "Is it just that we should 
give him the colored man's recognition and exact of him the 
white man's law? 1129 
Quite apart from the trial itself, there were other 
considerations regarding the race question that were creating 
some controversy back east, "As late as 1880, General Sherman 
was still advocating the removal of the black regiments, 1130 
Important people besides Sherman were reviving the claims of 
Negro inferiority which they felt would justify the elimination 
of all blacks from the army. West Point became the object of 
an investigation following charges of racial discrimination 
against black cadets in 1880, That investigation prompted 
General J, M. Schofield, Superintendent of the academy, in his 
annual report of 1880, to e~press strong attitudes about the 
inferiority of the Negro. 31 Also the Secretary of War in his 
annual report to Congress in 1880-1881 made reference to the 
social and intellectual inferiority of the Negro cadet in 
29Trial Transcript, 580. 
3OThe Black Infantry in the we·st, 1869-1891, 132. 
31Ibid, 135, 
41 
32 
West Point. It was readily conceivable that if a successful 
attempt was made to discredit the only black officer in the 
United States Army that it would contribute to the arguments 
against blacks in the military service. Also, the removal of 
an officer who had graduated from West Point, except by 
action of a court-martial, would have been a delicate matter. 
Whereas the phasing out of Negro regiments was a matter for 
legislative consideration, Lieutenant Flipper was vulnerable 
only by charges of criminal violation. Thus it was. Those 
who were fostering the idea of eliminating all Negro troops 
foresaw the complications that were possible with a black 
officer and no black soldiers to command. The overview of 
the situation clearly illustrates that there was more at 
stake than just the question of embezzlement, or even con-
duct unbecoming an officer. Captain Barber made that point 
clear when he said of Flipper, "In him and in his trial by 
you today his race is on trial equally with himself for its 
fitness to compete for service as officers in the national 
institutions of the A-1:my and Navy. 1133 
There were cases similar to Lieutenant Flipper's 
which resulted in judgments of guilt, but much less severe 
sentences of punishment. And it was the decision of the court 
that Flipper was not guilty of the primary charge of embezzle-
32 Annual Repqrt, Secy. of War, 1880-81, 229, 46th 
Congress, 2d Sess. 
33 
Trial Transcript, 577. 
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ment, However he was judged guilty of conduct unbecoming an 
officer and a gentleman. More specifically, this unbecoming 
conduct was manifested in deceiving the commanding officer by 
misrepresenting facts, presenting reports containing incorrect 
entries, and a check drawn on a bank where there were no funds 
deposited to cover the amount. 34 
Captain Barber's argument of defense was that there 
was no deliberate attempt on Flipper's part to defraud the 
government, He contended that Flipper had submitted the 
financial statement to his superiors reporting the funds were 
in transit to San Antonio with the confidence that he would 
be able to procure the necessary amount in time to satisfy 
the entry, That hope failed, and the subsequent false reports 
had reference to concealing the initial mistake which he had 
made in making the erroneous entry, That action compounded 
his wrongdoing, but in no way constituted an attempt at 
embezzlement. Flipper, after realizing his dilemma, had 
planned to cover the deficiency from his own funds, Again he 
suffered disappointment because the approximately $2,500.00 
that he was supposed to receive from a book publisher in New 
Y k . d 35 or never arrive. 
On December 7, 1881, the twenty-ninth day of the court-
martial, sentence was passed. Lieutenant Henry O. Flipper was 
34Trial Transcript, 510, 
35 Ibid, 540, 
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to be dismissed from the service of the United States Army, 
The court-martial papers were processed through the Depart-
ment of Texas and sent to the Judge Advocate General in 
Washington, D,.C, 
D •. G, Swaim, Judge Advocate General, in reviewing 
the case of Flipper, forwarded the following report to Robert 
T. Lincoln, Secretary of War: "It is clear that Lieutenant 
Flipper did not intend to defraud the government out of any 
of its funds but that his conduct is attributable to careless-
ness and ignorance of correct business methods:.: •• It is believed 
that there is no case on record in which an officer was treat-
ed with such personal harshness and indignity upon the causes 
and grounds set forth as was Lieutenant Flipper by Colonel 
Shafter and the officers who searched his person and quarters 
taking his watch and ornaments from him especially as they 
must have known all the facts at the time and well knew that 
there were no real grounds for such action,:,. I would recommend 
that the sentence be confirmed but mitigated to a less degree 
of punishment, 1136 
Some decisions are made by certain authorities without 
an accompanying explanation. There were no reasons given as 
to why General Swaim's recommendation for a less severe punish-
36Telegram from the War Department Bureau of Military 
Justice, March 3, 1882, to Robert T. Lincoln, Secretary of War, 
8-10, ~rom Records Relating ·to the Army Career of g.· O. Flipper, 
NA, Microfilm. · 
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ment in Flipper's case was not acted upon. The outcome of the 
court-martial also indicated that Colonel Grierson•s· appeal 
for leniency went unheeded. Grierson, commander of the Tenth 
Cavalry, had addressed a letter to whom it may concern on the 
opening day of trial deliberations. In regard to Flipper's 
four years under his command he stated: 
·.: •• his veracity and integrity have never been 
questioned, and his character and standing as 
an officer and gentleman have certainly been 
beyond reproach.: •• As to Lieutenant Flipper's 
late trouble, or alleged offense for which he 
is now being court-martialed, I have no per-
sonal knowledge, but from all information I 
have been able to gain relative thereto, al-
though he may have been careless and indiscreet, 
and may have committed irregularities, from want 
of experience, my confidence in his honesty of 
purpose has not been shaken and my faith in his 
final vindication is still as strong as ever. I, 
as his Colonel, believing in his great promise 
for future usefulness, knowing that his restor-
ation to duty would give great satisfaction to 
the regiment, most heartily and earnestly commend 
him to the leniency of·the Court and reviewing 
authorities.37 
Nevertheless, the sentence stood and the Judge Advo-
cate General's recommendation, nor Colonel Grierson's appeal 
were acted upon. President Chester A. Arthur approved the 
sentence June 14, 1882, and Henry Flipper was dismissed from 
the service of the United States Army, June 30, 1882. 
371etter to whom it may concern from Colonel .B. H. 
Grierson, Headquarters, Tenth -U.S. Cavalry, Fort Concho, 
Texas, November 1, 1881. 
IV,· Efforts For Reinstatement 
There was no further source of help nor higher court 
of appeal available to Lieutenant Flipper at the time Presi-
dent Arthur approved the sentence handed down by the Court-
Martial, The crushing humiliation of being dismissed from 
the United States Army following the guilty verdict of the 
Court-Martial was indelibly stamped on the mind of Henry 
Flipper. Other men in similar circumstances had retreated 
from the active scene of public life and vented their bitter-
ness in whatever way possible. Their talents were no longer 
productively employed for either personal or public good. 
That was not the case with Flipper, despite the great personal 
disappointment he had suffered, 
Flipper moved to El Paso, Texas, after his dismissal 
from the army and was engaged by private American companies 
to survey public lands in the Republic of Mexico, The Ameri-
can firms had been granted concessions by the Mexican govern-
ment for the purpose of mining exploration and development. 
Henry also spent a great deal of time in the general practice 
of civil and mining engineering in the southwestern portion 
of the United States, He spent thirty-seven years working in 
that capacity and became the first American Negro to gain 
prominence in the engineering profession. 1 
Negro 
1wesley A. Brown, "Eleven Men of West Point", 
History Bulletin, 19 (April, 1956), 149, 
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Despite the success in private life, Flipper was more 
than casually concerned about clearing his military record, 
However he made no serious effort for reinstatement until the 
Spanish-American c_onflict in 1898. Pursuant to reading re-
ports that black troops were recalled to active service in 
the war effort, Flipper offered his services to the government 
in whatever capacity they could be utilized. 2 
It was in connection with the offer to serve again in 
.the army.that lines of communication were established between 
Flipper, his friends, and certain members of the United 
States Congress, Petitions to Congress on behalf of Flipper's 
~einstatement contained recor~s of judgments handed down in 
cases similar to his, It was pointed out that there were 
reductions of penalty in some cases of determined guilt, 
Other sentences were revoked when reviewed by higher author-
ities, Some officers who were dismissed 'from the service were 
restored to rank and status in later years, 3 
2Telegram from Flipper to the Secretary of War from El 
Paso, Texas, February 24, 1898. 
3 George A, Armes, Captain, 10th Cavalry. Dismissed 
June 7, 1870, Restored April 23, 1878, with rank from July 
28, 1866, 45th Congress, 2nd Session; and act of June 8, 1874. 
Statutes at Large, Vol, 20, 37, Army registers 1881, 117 and 
• i897, 192 note Congressional Record, Vol. 7, Part 3, 2633-2638, 
April 18, 1878; 
· William L, Foulk, Captain, 10th Cavalry. Dismissed 
December 6, 1873. Restored March 9, 1878, with rank from 
March 3, 1873. 45th Congress, 2d Session, Statutes at Large. 
Volume 20, 499, Army Register, 1881, 121; 
Thomas B, Hunt, Captain and A •. Q.M. Dismissed February 
26, 1874, Restored March 3, 1879, with rank from January 18, 
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One particular case strikingly parallel to Flipper's, 
but involving a person of higher rank and charged with more 
4 
serious irregularities, was that of Paymaster Thomas Reese. 
The court that tried the case was presided over by the 
Inspector General of the Army. The charges involved fifteen 
specifications for embezzlement under the Sixtieth Article 
of War, and seven specifications for conduct unbecoming an 
officer and a gentleman under the Sixty-first Article of War. 
Reese was acquitted of the embezzlement charges, just as 
Flipper was. However the court substituted the charge of 
conduct prejudicial to good order and military discipline, 
as defined in the Sixty-second Article of War, for the more 
serious charge of conduct unbecoming an officer.. Captain 
Barber, Flipper's defense counsel, appealed to the court 
for the same substitution to be made concerning the charges 
against Lieutenant Flipper, but was denied. The allegations 
1876. 45th Congress, 3d Session. Statutes at Large; Vol. 
20, 470. Army Register, 1881, 77; 
George T. Olmsted, Captain, 2d Artillery. Dismissed 
July 24, 1874. Restored July 24, 1876, as Captain, U.:S.A. 
44th Congress, 1st. Session. Statutes at Large, Vol. 19, 
467. Army Register, 1881, 216; 
Thomas J. Spencer, 1st Lieutenant, 10th 'Cavalry, Dis-
missed April 24, 1875. Restored March 3, 1877, with rank 
from June 1, 1867, 44th Congress, 2d Session, Statutes at 
Large, Vol. 19, 407. Army Register, 1881, 123; 
Edwin R. Clark, 2d Lieutenant, 10th Infantry. Dis-
missed July 12, 1876. Restored March 1, 1879, with rank 
from May 16, 1867, 44th Congress, 3d Session. Statutes at 
Large, Vol. 20, 324. Army Register, 1881, 206. 
4General Court-Martial Orders, No. 34, War Depart-
ment, 1872. 
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of submitting false statements and misstating accounts over 
a period of two years were lodged against Paymaster Reese 
and he was judged guilty. 5 
The sentence of the court was for Paymaster Reese to 
be reprimanded in General Orders and be suspended from rank 
and command for four months. That order was published 
November 30, 1872, and one week later President Ulysses S, 
Grant remitted the sentence of suspension and Reese was re-
stored to duty, 6 
Flipper reflected upon the contrast of treatment and 
punishment received by Paymaster Reese and himself in the 
511Here was an officer who, for a period of two years, 
was, by his own admission, guilty of constant irregulari-
ties in his use of the public money; who repeatedly reported 
untrue balances to the Paymaster General; who misstated his 
accounts, at one time by $10,774.34, and at another overdrew 
it by $10,058,57, and when relieved from duty in New York in 
May last had overdrawn it again by $2,750. As a result of 
this last misfeasance, four of his checks given for the pay 
of officers entitled to be promptly paid by the United States 
were refused payment at the treasury; a portion also going 
to protest. 
Thus, by his gross carelessness and neglect of duty, 
the pecuniary obligations of the United States were publicly 
dishonored and the credit of the government so far compro-
mised. 
The fact that the accused did not end by being a de-
faulter to the United States, that at the last moment, to 
wit: On the day after that on which the order of his arrest 
was telegraphed from the War Department to Louisville, he 
caused the final overdrawing of his account at New York to 
be made good by a deposit in the Treasury of private moneys, 
doubtless influenced the court in the lenient view which they 
have taken of this case," Review of Court-Martial Orders, 
No, 34, War Department, 
6commander-In-Chief of the Army, General Orders, No. 
41, December 7, 1872, 
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following portion of a petition filed with Congress, 
Such was the construction of a court presided over 
by one of the most critical officers in the ser-
vice, upon a case exactly similar to my own but 
different in degree in every particular. The 
officer was of much higher rank, of higher social 
position by birth and nurture, was the nephew of 
the General-In-Chief, was of a much greater age 
and of infinitely greater experience. His respon-
sibilities were much greater, the result of his 
errors occasioned trouble and loss to others by 
his paper going to protest and the credit of the 
government was publicly dishonored, while in my 
case neither the government nor individuals, ex-
cept myself, lost a cent and credit of the govern-
ment was not compromised in the least. And the 
punishment how different in the two cases, his a 
reprimand and mine dismissal!7 
The contention was that precedent had been established 
for such action as review and reinstatement of military offi-
cers, and Henry Flipper was deserving of consideration in 
that regard, Flipper may have been denied such consideration 
because of the fear of some legislators that the delicate 
issues regarding racial prejudice might have been revived, 
However according to those who followed the career of Flipper 
after his dismissal from the army, and those who had worked 
with him across the years, if any man was worthy of consider-
ation for reinstatement, it was Henry Flipper. They argued 
that he had distinguished himself as a civil servant of his 
country, artd rendered invaluable service as an engineer, sur-
veyor, translator and expert in Spanish and Mexican law. In 
evidence they referred to his work for the government. In 
7Petition for Redress of Grievances, Senate Bill 2455, 
67th Congress, 1st Session, August 22, 1921, 
so 
1891 the United States found it necessary to establish the 
Court of Private Land Claims in order to settle the question 
of legal title to a large number of Spanish and Mexican land 
grants in Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming. 
Flipper was hired to serve that court as .Special Agent for 
the Department of Justice, due to his expertise in the Span-
ish language and his knowledge of Spanish and Mexican land 
laws. In that capacity he worked directly under the United 
States Attorney William H. ·Pope, assistant to the Attorney 
General. 8 
The United States Attorney, after observing Flipper 
during his five years as a special agent, and being called 
upon by the Attorney General to evaluate his work in a 
particular and vital case stated: 
I reported to the Attorney General that after care-
ful and full examination into and consideration of 
all these matters, I was satisfied that Mr. Flipper 
was the best equipped, most efficient, competent, 
reliable and trustworthy man to perform the duties 
necessary to be performed on behalf of the Govern-
ment in order that its interests might be conscien-
tiously protected in this private land claim liti-
gation in Arizona.: •• my investigations as to Mr. 
Flipper, and my subsequent observations of him, as 
well as my associations with the people of Arizona, 
justify me in stating that no successful attack can 
be made upon his honesty, his integrity, and his 
reliability, and this is borne out by the general 
respect and esteem accorded him in the community 
where he lives and where these land grants are 
situated.9 
8Petition for Restoral to Service before the Committee 
on Military Affairs, House of Representatives Bill 9849, 55th 
Congress, 2nd. Session. April 13, 1898. 
9Ibid. 
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It was meritorious service of that nature that prompt-
ed the following report: 
Without the efficient aid of Mr. William H. Pope, my 
assistant, and Mr. Will M. Tipton, and Mr. Henry O. 
Flipper, special agents and experts, the results here-
in set forth could not have been obtained and I desire 
to specially commend them as well as the other employees 
of my office.10 
The records revealed that extensive -communication exist-
ed among Congressmen and cabinet members, along with other in-
terested persons, pertaining to Flipper's reinstatement, be-
tween 1898 and 1924. No less than eight bills were introduced 
by either the House of Representatives or Senate on Henry Flip-
per's behalf during that time. The bills, although introduced 
by different members of Congress during the twenty-four years, 
were basically the same. Senator Lucien Baker of Kansas, sub-
mitted the following bill in 1899. 
A BILL To enable the President to restore Second 
Lieutenant Henry Ossian Flipper, United States Army 
to duty, rank, and status in the United States Army. 
Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Represent-
atives of the United States of America in Congress 
assembled, 
That the President is hereby authorized to set aside, 
annul, or expunge the proceedings of a court-martial, 
as promulgated in General Court-Martial Orders Num-
bered Thirty-nine, Headquarters of the Army, Adjutant-
General's Office, Washington, June seventeenth, eigh-
teen hundred and eighty-two, and to restore Second 
Lieutenant Henry Ossian Flipper, Tenth Regiment of 
Cavalry, United States Army, to duty, grade, rank, and 
status in said arm of the service to which he would 
have attained had he remained continuously in the 
service from the date of his dismissal therefrom by 
lOAnnual Report, Attorney General, 1897, 12. 55th 
Congress, 1st Session. 
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said order until the date of the approval of this 
act,11 
Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, introduced 
exactly the same bill in 1924, with the following words added 
at the end, "and that he then be placed on the retired list 
of the Army11 •12 
That there was opposition to the bills was evidenced 
by the fact that none were ever passed, They were referred 
to the respective committees on military affairs, and event-
ually died there, without ever coming to the floor of the House 
or Senate for vote, The most common deterrent to Congressional 
action in the matter was the adverse report filed by the 
Adjutant General's Office. One such report was that of 
Adjutant General H, C, Corbin, January 20, 1900, which con-
cluded, "This office cannot recommend the restoration by 
special legislation of any officer dismissed by due sentence 
of court-martial approved by the President, 1113 
11senate Bill 1260, 56th Congress, 1st Session, Dec-
ember 11, 1899, 
12
senate Bill 1911, 68th Congress, 1st Session, Jan-
uary 14, 1924, 
13The typical procedure for the Committee on Military 
Affairs was to refer the proposed bill to the Secretary of War 
for information and remarks, The Secretary of War in turn re-
ferred the request to the Adjutant General. After receiving 
the report from the Adjutant General, The Secretary of War 
relayed the information back to the Committee on Military 
Affairs, 1st Endorsement, Adjutant General's Office, Wash-
ington, January 20, 1900, (Second Endorsement) 
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The Senate Committee on Military Affairs, upon re-
ceiving the unfavorable recommendation from the Adjutant Gen-
eral on Senate Bill 1260, stamped the proposed legislation 
"reported adversely and postponed indefinitely." It was 
apparent after each succeeding bill was proposed and dealt 
with in precisely the same fashion, that an old-fashioned 
method, known as "passing the buck" was employed in Flipper's 
case. Apathy on the part of many Congressmen was probably 
the greatest enemy Flipper and his friends faced in their 
efforts for reinstatement. Some of the Congressmen were 
willing to initiate the proposal for consideration but there 
was a lack of determination to aggressively pursue to con-
clusion the passage of the bill. Consequently the petitions 
all died in committee. 
Several friends of Flipper and other proponents of equal 
rights for blacks did wage a continuing struggle for Flipper's 
reinstatement, but their influence and political powers were 
limited. Probably the most powerful friend in terms of 
political influence was Albert B. Fall, Secretary of the 
Interior, under President Warren Harding. 
Fall was a senator from Arizona during the 1890's when 
Flipper was working with the United States Court of Private 
Land Claims, and became acquainted with him through working 
associates. When Fall became Secretary of the Interior, he 
hired Flipper as? special assistant to his office for the 
Alaskan Engineering Commission in 1921-23. During that time, 
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Fall approached the Secretary of War, John W, Weeks, several 
times on Flipper's behalf, He sent Weeks a resume of Flip-
per's services to the government and requested whatever con-
sideration possible for restoral. 14 
Secretary Fall also corresponded with Senator James 
Wadsworth, Jr, of New York, who was the chairman of the Sen-
ate Committee on Military Affairs. The letter registered 
high praise for Flipper and his accomplishments both in 
private enterprise and in government service over the thirty 
years of their acquaintance. However Fall expressed keen 
disappointment that the committee had decided to indefin-
itely postpone any action on the bill presented to them. 
He stated: 
Of course I am aware that some of our officers 
are opposed to the passage of this bill, I 
have hoped, however, that a thorough consider-
ation by the Committee, after the Secretary of 
War had also personally considI~ed the matter, 
would have resulted favorably, 
·B. M. McKay, black author of several books, editor of 
the· Je·rs·ey Trihu:ne, and long-time personal friend of Henry 
Flipper, addressed a scathing letter to Senator Wadsworth 
criticizing the refusal of the Military Affairs Committee to 
grant a public hearing on Flipper's petition for reinstate-
14Letter from Fall to Secretary of War, John W. Weeks, 
September 9, 192·2. 
15Letter from Secretary of Interior Albert Fall to 
James Wadsworth, Jr., Chairman, Senate Committee on Military 
Affairs, September 9, 1922. 
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Would things have turned out differently if he had been 
white? That question was unanswered although registered by 
many throughout the lifetime of Henry Ossian Flipper, He 
died in 1940 without the satisfaction of ever having his name 
placed back on the rolls of the United States Army. The 
decision has not been reversed to this day, It is unlikely 
that, after almost a century, posthumous reinstatement will 
be enacted, Such action would still require Congressional 
legislation. However, there have been reports submitted 
and decisions made in recent years that keep alive the 
possibility. In 1972, after the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People and other civil rights 
groups complained of unequal justice for blacks in the mili-
tary services, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird appointed a 
connnittee to investigate the matter. The Pentagon report 
acknowledged that black members of the Armed Forces had not 
rec'eived fair treatment when compared with how the military 
justice system treated whites, In part the study reads: 
The military system does discriminate against its 
members on the basis of race and ethnic background, 
The discrimination is sometimes purposive; more 
often it is not, Indeed, it often occurs ·against 
the dictates not only in policy but in the face of 
determined efforts of connnanders, staff personnel 
and dedicated service men and women,17 
There was a riotous shooting incident at Brownsville, 
17Associated Press 
Soldiers Find Prejudice". 
ember 3, 1972, 
dispatch from the Pentagon. "Black 
The· Middletown (Ohio)· Journal, Dec-
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ment, He complained about the committee's being "disinclined 
to restore officers to the service who have been dismissed by 
court-martial record," In quoting the committee report de-
risively, he further argued that court-martial sentences had 
been revoked or annulled many times. McKay's charge stipula-
ted that the color of the officer's skin was the determining 
factor in the case of Henry Flipper. Having supported the 
Republican party vigorously among the black electorate for 
years, McKay was disbelieving that the Republican members of 
the committee did not at least invite a fair hearing for the 
sake of justice. 16 
Despite the vigorous efforts that had been put forth, 
there were evidently more powerful elements at work suppress-
ing any hope for success. Throughout American political 
history the traditional stance of the majority of Congressmen 
had been to avoid involvement in cases pertaining to racial 
equality. The circumstances were such in Flipper's case that 
it required far less action to allow things to remain as they 
were, than what was necessary to overrule the original decis-
ion of the court-martial in 1881. The attempt to clear the 
name and honor of West Point's first black graduate was in 
vain. His disgrace was reflected on his race, which perhaps 
was intended in the beginning. There were many unresolved 
questions in the case, The biggest question of all remained: 
16Letter from B, M. McKay to James Wadsworth, Jr,, 
Chairman, Senate Committee on Foreign Affairs, January 24, 
1923. 
57 
Texas in 1905 that led to the discharge of one hundred and 
sixty-seven black soldiers, although officials could not pin 
down the blame for the affair. In 1972, the Secretary of 
the Army ordered all the discharges changed to honorable. 
As a result, $25,000 was awarded as compensation to an eighty-
seven year old former shoeshine man and only known survivor 
of the group that was dishonorably discharged. 18 
The aforementioned decision indicates that steps are 
being taken to right some of the injustices of the past. 
Equal justice for all must be a concern to the conscience of 
a democratic society. Unless that is the case, the nation 
may be justifiably charged with conduct unbecoming the con-
science of a nation dedicated to "liberty and justice for all". 
Hopefully, this treatise will contribute to an exercise of 
those principles of justice for all men, regardless of color. 
1811 $25,000 Goes to Black Soldier Wronged in '06", 
Tulsa· Daily World, January 11, 1974. 
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THE BLACK IN BLUE: COURT-MARTIAL OF 
LIEUTENANT HENRY OSSIAN FLIPPER, 
FIRST NEGRO GRADUATE OF WEST POINT 
C. Gerald Egelston, M.A. 
Morehead State University, 1977 
Director of Thesis: Dr. Broadus B. Jackson 
One of the primary concerns of this thesis was an 
attempt to determine by an investigation of facts available 
if racial prejudice contributed to the dismissal of Lieuten-
ant Henry Ossian Flipper from the United States military 
service in 1882. Lieutenant Flipper was the first known black 
graduate of the United States military academy in West Point. 
The study indicated the possibility of a conspiracy against 
Flipper on the part of his commanding officer, Colonel William 
Shafter, and several fellow officers, while he was serving at' 
Fort Davis, Texas, in the spring and sUIIllller of 1881, The 
charges lodged against Lieutenant Flipper were two: the em-
bezzlement of gove~ment funds, and conduct unbecoming an 
officer and a gentleman. The court-martial found him innocent 
of the charge of embezzlement but handed down a guilty verdict 
on t.he latter charge. Ironically, in a number of similar cases 
and some of greater consequence the officers who were charged 
and found guilty were punished much less severely than was 
Flipper. Again the question of unfair prejudice on the basis 
of race was a legitimate query. 
The Congressional records reveal that a number of pe-
titions were submitted by members of Congress and others across 
the years for the reversal of the court-martial sentence and 
the reinstatement of the first black graduate from West Point. 
Although there was precedent for reinstatement of officers by 
petitioning the President of the United States through Congres-
sional process, all the efforts which were made on Flipper's 
behalf failed. Henry Flipper contended until his dying day in 
1940 that he was innocent of the charges leveled against him, 
and that he was the victim of some conspiracy perpetrated by 
Colonel William Shafter, the commanding officer at Fort Davis 
where the offenses were allegedly committed, and other fellow 
officers. However, after his dismissal from the military 
service of the United States Army, Henry Flipper distinguished 
himself as one of the foremost civil and mining engineers in 
the Southwest. Flipper's exceptional command of the Spanish 
language along with his engineering skills resulted in a great 
demand for his services in Mexico and even South America. He 
was also cited by the Secretary of the Interior of the United 
States for rendering invaluable service to his country during 
the Spanish land grant disputes of the early twentieth century. 
It is the hope of the author of this thesis that in his 
painstaking but passionate search through the national archives 
• 
of the United States of America and its military and Congressional 
records, and a diligent perusal of the lengthy trial transcript 
of the court-martial of Lieutenant Henry O. Flipper with a sub-
sequent recording of findings and conclusions in the paper, that 
new interest might be sparked in the case. Almost a century 
has passed since first judgment was rendered . Henry Flipper 
has moved from the scene of this life . But things have changed 
somewhat in the conscience of a country . Perhaps another look 
is needed , not so clouded with color . Perhaps another verdict 
that could right a possible wrong . 
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